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WHY BOTANICAL NAMES ARE NECESSARY 
By R. D. ROYCE, Off icer- in-Charge, Botany Branch 
BOTANISTS engaged in naming plants are ofen asked " W h y can't you speak English?" 
The answer becomes quite clear as the inquirers learn more and more about plants and 
find people cal l ing the same plant by qui te dif ferent names. 
Botanical or latinised names are of 
little interest to many people who prefer 
to use common or "English" names. 
Strangely, however, the same people have 
no objection to talking about Gladiolus, 
Gaillardia, Liquidamber and many other 
sarden plants by their botanical names. 
The use of common names would be 
quite satisfactory if everybody used them 
and used the same common name for the 
same plant but unfortunately this does 
not happen. 
Some of the greatest confusion arises 
when people try to talk about gum trees. 
The trees have been given quite reasonable 
common names—but for different reasons. 
Consider just four of our best-known 
3um trees. The red-flowering gum has 
ied or pink blossom and was named after 
the colour of its blossom. In general 
appearance the tree is similar to a red 
gum—which has cream blossom and was 
named because the tree exudes red gum. 
White gum has cream-coloured blossom 
and derives its name from its cream-
coloured trunk. 
Lemon-scented gum has a creamy trunk, 
cream flowers—and derives its name from 
the distinct lemon odour of the leaves. 
Pour gum trees—one named after its 
flowers, another because of its gum, 
another after the colour of its bark and 
another after the smell of its leaves. 
In practice people have called the red 
flowering gum a "red gum" because of its 
red flowers and a red gum a "white gum" 
when they have seen it covered in creamy 
blossom. 
They have called a stately lemon-
scented gum a "white gum" because of its 
creamy bark and referred to both white 
gums and lemon-scented gums as "ghost 
gums," a descriptive term for lonely stands 
of light-trunked gum trees in Australia's 
far inland and specifically the tall, white-
trunked Eucalyptus papuana of tropical 
Australia. 
Another example among trees not so 
well known to the general public is the 
blackbutt of the coastal plain—a very 
different type of gum tree to the blackbutt 
of the goldfields. Having two trees called 
by the same common name is no help to 
anybody and has necessitated the use of 
the terms "coastal blackbutt" and "gold-
fields-blackbutt." 
"Poison" plants 
"Bloom poison" is a name used by 
farmers in many districts, but usually it 
refers to a different plant in each district, 
and some are not even toxic. In Gingin 
the name is used for the plant more 
correctly called lamb poison, while in the 
upper Great Southern it is often applied 
to crinkle leaved poison. To complicate 
the issue further, lamb poison to the north 
of Gingin is usually called pea blossom or 
simply pea poison. Similarly, "kerosene 
bush" is a name applied to any plant 
which burns with a black smoke, while 
"fire bush" is used for any one of half a 
dozen species which regenerate rapidly 
after fire. The plant known scientifically 
throughout the world as Verbena oona-
riensis is widely referred to as wild 
verbena, but in Victoria it is called cluster-
leaved vervain, in New Zealand and 
Queensland it is known as purple top, and 
in Western Australia as wild sage. 
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To overcome this difficulty of confusion 
botanists throughout the world have 
agreed that every plant shall have a 
scientific name, that this name shall be 
formed according to a definite set of rules, 
it shall be latinised, and it shall be 
universally applied. In this way no two 
plants can be confused, and the name of 
each can just as readily be understood by 
an Australian botanist as by a German or 
a French botanist. 
The importance of this universal nature 
of plant names is evident when dealing 
with introduced species. Whenever a new 
plant is recorded as naturalised, the first 
step is to identify it, that is to determine 
its correct botanical name. This is done 
by the botanists at the W.A. Herbarium 
in the Department of Agriculture at South 
Perth. 
This initial step is most important 
because as soon as it has been named, the 
whole store of the world's knowledge con-
cerning the plant can be tapped. By 
searching the botanical literature, one can 
find out where the plant grows, whether 
it is useful or not, and what other people 
have discovered about it. In other words 
the world's experience can be drawn upon, 
not only of the present but also from the 
time the plant was first discovered and 
given a name. 
If the introduced species was not 
correctly named the wrong information 
would be obtained. The work of the 
botanists attached to the W.A. Herbarium 
is therefore, of the utmost importance, 
and it is indeed the foundation on which 
many other botanical processes rest, par-
ticularly that of weed control. 
One example of this was when a speci-
men of an unusual weed was found eight 
years ago and sent to the Herbarium by 
an officer stationed at Bunbury. This 
plant was identified as Alternanthera 
pungens, or khaki weed, a species which 
had for many years been listed as a 
noxious weed for the State. Reference to 
the weed literature showed that it had 
proved a particularly objectionable weed 
in other countries, so steps were taken 
immediately by the officers of the Weeds 
and Seeds Branch to destroy the plants 
in Bunbury, before they had a chance to 
spread. 
In 1948, specimens of two plants were 
received from a property in the Walpole 
district. One was identified as Senecio 
jacobaea, the ragwort, a plant known as a 
serious weed of pastures, while the other 
was found to be Cirsium arvense, the 
Canada thistle, and one of the worst of 
this aggressive and objectionable group of 
weeds. The seriousness of these weeds in 
other countries was well documented, and 
within a week the plants had been sprayed 
with a herbicide in the first operation of 
an eradication programme. 
The advantage of a universal set of 
names for all plants is obvious. Not only 
do they enable farmers and naturalists 
from all parts of the State to talk about 
plants with absolute certainty of their 
identity, but they also enable botanists 
from all countries to discuss plant species 
without any doubt of not being understood. 
284 
Journal of Agriculture, Vol 8 No 7 1967
